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This article will explore Se questo è un uomo (1949), the first book written by Primo Levi, an Italian Jewish writer 
who had survived forced-labor in Auschwitz. In this book, Levi says, « what happened once can happen again ». This 
message gives us a critical point of view, especially in our contemporary situation full of upheavals after the Cold 
War. 
I will discuss 4 points in this article.
1 : Levi describes clearly that the system of the forced-labor camps at Auschwitz couldn’t be separated from the 
industrial development that supported the economic base in Germany. In other words, the Holocaust perpetuated by 
the Nazis was established by economic conditions. 
2 : Levi points out that there are still a number of forced-labor camps like Auschwitz in the world ; for example, 
the prisons that select, elimate and observe « different » people. According to Levi, surveillance societies will 
give birth to another experience like that of Auschwitz, if they are linked up with specific political and economic 
conditions.
3 : Levi says that the intense desire for survival that appeared at Auschwitz led to the creation of a system that 
concealed who were the actual oppressors and the actual oppressed. For example, the « Kapos » selected from 
the oppressed people functioned as agents for the oppressors. The « Kapos » played a major role in enforcing the 
oppressive system in Auschwitz.
4 : According to Levi, the state terrorism which enabled a forced-labor camp like Auschwitz resulted from 
two psycological elements : antiforeignism ( « all the foreigners are ennemies » ) and, especially, denial ( « state 
terrorism doesn’t exist » ). When we read Levi, we can notice that people tend to confirm and conform to a negative 
situation, by denying its existence (by pretending not to see it). 
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